Crackers as she walked). They sought, rather, nothing less than to produce the glorious and multiplicative philosopher's stone and to use it for Universal Good.
Whatever. They were not na?ve enough?not even, I think, was Sarth, at five, so naive?to think that Universal Good would be easy to figure out. Still, I liked their ambition. I both liked and was irri tated by their well-trained minds: they were being homeschooled in the classical method of the Trivium, which made my own "unschool ing" sort of homeschooling seem rather foolish and insubstantial.
Ben, for example, was at sixteen making his way through the Middle Ages for the third time, this time using original sources. At this point he was also pretty much in charge of teaching the others. "So, this girl's name is Surtsey," he said to Sarth instructively on that first day we met. "Surtsey is the name of an island off the coast of
Iceland. It was created by an undersea volcano back in the sixties or seventies. They named it after Surtur, an Icelandic goddess." He looked over at me for corroboration.
"Sixties," I said crisply. Ben nodded. I could tell he was making a mental note of it.
Wolfi, when I mentioned the meeting to him the next day, said, "You can't spend much time with the Happy Homeschoolers without noticing what a fantastically unironic and grateful group of clucks they are. Never were four kids together more inclined to pass up or fail to recognize opportunities for sharp retorts, eye-rolling, and sullen responses. Never since the Boxcar Children has there been a group containing a teen and a preteen?not to mention a group containing four siblings, the younger of whom were in the care of the older?never has there been a group so confected that was less sarcastic. "I think I'm quoting him right. I think, to be honest, that he admired them more than a little bit. But Aunt Jannika, who'd met the parents at some reception at the a.r.t. (she's an actress) said, simply, over her shoulder (she was heading out after having dropped by with Wolfi for a coffee), "Talking with that family is like cooking a meal with dull knives." What a liar that Jannika was. What a dissimulator.
("Of course," said Jannika to me last week when I reproached her yet again about those days. "Of course." She shrugged her shoulders. "I had to lead you off the track.") There is a nightmare that Jannika has had many times in her life; each time that she has fallen in love she has had it, and she'd had it the night after that reception at the ART. She was in a house and the house was being violently broken into. Someone outside, someone large and strong and angry, was crashing through the wooden walls with an axe. The steel metal of the blade was forc ing its way obscenely through the door-panels. Jannika was beyond screaming. The wood splintered. Again it splintered. The fan-glass detonated and a fountain of sharp glass points precipitated upon her, glittering like a thousand twisting crystals. She woke up at that point, sobbing with fear. Something was exploding darkly in her head and throat and chest; it was her heart. Who is it? she knew by then to ask herself, gasping. Who is it??for it had happened so many times that she knew by then the meaning of her nightmare. Who is it that I love? she asked herself. She cast her mind around the usual suspects and then the unusual for the soul whose presence must have just begun to trouble her equilibrium. That night, come alert to herself in a twisted tangle of bedsheets, soaking wet and choking on her cries, she knew immediately and with a secret thrill of transgression that it was, this time, that boy, Ben. She thought of the way he'd kept his eyes on her that night. He'd blanched when she approached him. His body was so slim and reedlike; his arms were outgrowing his sleeves and the wrists had looked so white and naked poking out from the cuffs. She was moved by the reckless clarity of his desire for her. Even the air around him had seemed to rock moistly, concentrically, with the wavelets of new love, like a still pond into which a stone had been casually, even carelessly, tossed, with the most extraordinary and irreversible results. Oh, she sighed aloud. Wolfi, alongside her in the bed, put his big-sky arms around her without speaking and pulled her close, breath ing slowly and powerfully until her heart stopped knocking and her body and hectic mind were slowed. She allowed herself to be nestled in his embrace like a spoon in a spoon. Her eyes were closed and she was still, breathing deeply and regularly. You would have thought she was asleep. Wolfi, holding the moist silk skein of her body in his, thought she was asleep. But there was a tiny glowing image she was feeding with shred after shred of tinder?an ember of a thought she was cosseting secretly as you would cosset a peril ously-struck match in your cupped hands. Ah! Look! Her face was aglow in the tiny red light.
Ben's first sight of Jannika: a slim girl-woman wearing a long dark green dirndl made of some glossy stuff that caught the light when she moved across the room. She'd reminded him of a mermaid. Her hair was dark gold and heavy; it hung halfway down her back and the ends were crisply cut. She came close, carrying a crystal wine glass filled with transparent liquid. She saw Ben staring at her, and she tilted her head to the side, crinkled her nose, and smiled back.
In each of her ears a small diamond dangled on the tongue of a tiny silvery bell. Her skin was pink and fresh and though she was old?Ben realized this at once; she was thirty or more (Ben was sixteen)?Ben "They don't need to know. This is personal." She put her head down in her arms, sobbed loudly once. "When?
her voice muffled?when will you be back?" "I don't know. Probably by dinner time." "Okay; okay," she said. And then, her face still hidden in the ring of her arms, her words wet with the mourning of poor, dear Beth, "Good luck." But Jannika was not alone when Ben found her. She was walking down Mt. Auburn Street alongside someone, a man. This made too many men present for the kind of encounter he had in mind, and even though all of Ben's senses had leapt to attention at the sight of her, he now hesitated for a moment. Was this man her lover?
The man was wearing leather and Lincoln-green clothing. He had a worn leather backpack on his back; he had a torso rather like a tree trunk; he looked rather like a large elf might look. His face was coming into focus now: he had broad high cheeks?reddish cheeks?and eyes like almond slivers. His eyes looked like they'd been narrowed by years of laughing, and Ben recognized him sud denly from some newspaper article or theater catalog. It was W?lfl Finn, the playwright. People said he'd written his new play specifi cally for Jannika. Ben's heart sank. They were lovers, of course. He himself was a fool. He saw that Jannika was laying her hand on the man's arm and leaning in towards him as they walked. They were giggling. Ben spun around?not necessarily to give up his plan, I should say; he was simply going to reschedule, replot, regroup?but Jannika had seen him and recognized him (and how grateful Ben would have been if he could only have known that the wetness of sex flooded through her body at that moment.) "Young man!" she cried out. Ben turned around reluctantly.
"You were at the reception last night."
Ben didn't say anything for a moment. Then he lifted his head up slowly and looked directly at her. He said to her, "I came here to find you. I want to talk to you. I love you." If he was a fool he was going to be a bold fool.
There was a silence for a moment. Then the man said with a booming laugh, "Well! Well done you! You're a courageous sprout!" Ben was not going to respond to that, not even indignantly. His eyes had found the spot in the center of Jannika's pupils, and it was like a hole to hide in.
Then the man said, with recognizable kindness in his voice, "I shall leave the two of you alone to talk about this," chuckled (despite his generous intent), and vanished down the street. There was silence for a long moment. Ben died a thousand young hero's deaths until Jannika spoke at last. "I know," said Jannika. "I could tell last night." She couldn't go out with a sixteen-year-old. "Listen, I've got to get to work now," she said. "Of course," he said stiffly.
She wanted to reward his courage. And there was, as well, the matter of her dream last night and her desire to touch his skin.
"Oh, okay," she said. "Just this once. I'm free at about three." "Good!" said Ben. "I'll come by the theater to walk you into the Square." He saw her measuring this idea. "Or how about this? Do you want to meet at the Algiers? Three-ish?" Somehow she nodded. What could she have been thinking of?
"I have a nephew just three years older than you," she said when she joined him that afternoon in a corner settee at the Algiers. Her hair was wet; she was pushing the spiraling tendrils from her face.
It had begun to rain gustily outside?a nor'easter was brewing?but here it was warm and dark and still as a cave. The walls were cov ered in lacy wooden filigree and the doorways were arched. On each little table a candle glowed in a red glass globe. Some grad students nearby were smoking clove cigarettes, a smell that Jannika loved. A waitress was standing beside their table and Jannika stopped speaking. "What would you like?" asked Ben.
She thought for a moment. "A mocha latte," she said.
"A good drink for a day like this," he said, and she felt absurdly pleased. Ben turned in his seat to the waitress. "A mocha latte and an espresso," he said to her. And then, to Jannika, "But wouldn't you like something to eat, too? They have a good hummus here."
What a nice boy he was! "Yes," she said, shortly. "Why don't we share that?" "Hummus for the The new Herzog is at the Film Archives."
"I can't go to the movies with a sixteen-year-old."
"Why not? It would be fun to talk about the movie afterwards. Do you like Herzog?" "Some of my friends will be at that movie. Yes, I like Herzog." "We'll go late. We'll sit in the back." He paused. "I don't want to embarrass you," he added earnestly. "I just want to spend some time with you. I've never felt this way before."
She remembered her dream that night and blushed. She already knew that it was inevitable. They would meet at the film archives and they would touch, at first as if by accident; their hands would brush against each other in the dark of the theater. On the dark paths home one of them would pull the other into the shadows, and they would kiss. The smell of cloves and chai and the darkest coffee was swirling deliciously around her. The music had gotten richer, its essences more minor, more deliriously spiced. This bold boy would be the one to reach for her in the darkness of one of the paths. It would be out of her hands. Inadvertently she sighed.
Ben looked up, hopeful. Jannika was staring at the little golden wick in the red glass globe. Her right hand was palm-down on the table top.
"No one can ever know about this," she said.
He put his hand out, touched the back of her hand, and then immediately drew his own hand back. "Oh god," he whispered. "No one can ever know about this," she repeated.
"Of course not," he said, still whispering. Then he straightened up, leaned back. The waitress had arrived with their coffees. "Of course not," he repeated, more casually. Now the waitress was gone from their dark corner. "I love you," he said quietly. His mother, at her lab at mit, put her hand to her breast. There, for just an instant?she'd felt that pain again.
Blessed was the new world of the lover and beloved. Blessed was he who wore his heart on his sleeve; blessed was Ben, who trembled against Jannika that night below a rain-soaked cherry tree, Her body strained forward, meeting him more than halfway. He was shocked to his center when he felt rising against his chest the tumult of Jannika's own body, strong and elastic in its butterfly wisps of clothes. He was pinning her arms back against the tree now, holding them up high above her head; his hands could easily ring round her little wrists. She was reaching for him with her body, battering herself against him. He kissed her again, and then, more deeply now, again and again, slowly tasting her and being tasted. Now she lifted her throat to him. It was fragrant with smooth round vanilla, and with the pointier molecules of orchids and tea roses. He followed the lineations of flavor down with his lips to the base of her neck, to the frail sepals of her neckline, above which he buried his face. Below his lips now her breasts were growing rounder, fuller, taut; her heart was pounding against him. Glory, he thought brokenly. Glory, glory, glory. The world was richly saturated with color and fragrance and the intoxications of skin. He pressed himself against her. She raised one of her long legs and wrapped it around him.
And then, suddenly and with no warning whatsoever, as if at some mysterious signal, the tree suddenly let down all its flower petals at once upon the two of them, like the dropping down of a rose-figured curtain; the air was filled with rain-heavy dark-pink petals; they swirled and plummeted and the sky was obscured; you couldn't see beyond the world of petals. The petals landed upon their hair and shoulders and moved in slow tracks down their clothing and limbs.
Jannika and Ben were transfixed; they stood beside each other now without touching, their arms dangling at their sides like the arms of stick-figures?so bewildered and moved were they by the beauty, the strangeness of this benediction by tree. In a moment it was over, and the whole soft burden of the tree lay at their feet. Above them the branches waving before the street lamp were brown, bare of flowers. Ben?he couldn't help it?fell down to his knees then and sobbed, sobbed with great wracking coughs, and Jannika, momen tarily taken aback, looked down disaffectedly at the petal-streaked boy at her feet who was making such great choking sounds, crying like a great big baby who'd for the first time been overwhelmed at the beauty of the world. What a child he is, really, thought Jannika then. But how like Wolfi he is, too.... In a minute Ben's sobs qui eted and he slowly stood up. His face was empty. He moved towards Jannika, and she, thinking he was going to kiss her, opened her arms dutifully, a little bored already by the whole thing?but to her surprise he moved past her like someone sleepwalking, he seemed scarcely to see her, and he kissed instead the black coruscated bark of the trunk of the cherry tree behind her. Jannika, who'd turned to watch him, was delighted. This was something new. She looked at the brown thatch-like hair on the back of his head, and looked at his large hands?they were softly, tentatively, touching the slender trunk of the tree. Then she heard a sound; he was chuckling, he must be chuckling, and he turned around to her, and yes, he was smiling broadly, and then, as if it were all the greatest, most delight ful joke, exploding into mischievous laughter. She burst into laughter too and swooped down on him, knocking him off balance and falling with him so that they were both lying together on the ground and he was beneath her now on the wet, blossom-littered grass. She straddled him neatly and the silk skirt of her dress draped him in a soft circle. In a swift movement he immediately unseated her, rolled her over, and straddled her, and now?how she wanted him now; how ready she was?he kissed her again, first her throat, and then her silenced mouth, and she was soberly, systematically, kissing back. She closed her eyes. His lips were strong. He was using his teeth artfully to pull down the top of her dress. She could feel him taste his way down her breast, and then she could feel, my god, the stiffened muscle of his tongue as it dragged across one of her erect nipples. She opened her eyes and saw only the brown swirling crest of his hair. His hands were deep inside her dress, under her skirt, spanning the bare skin of her waist. He lifted his head for a moment, his eyes flickering up to hers impersonally; his face was an empty carapace; he had gone far inward. She flickered her eyes across his, semaphor for yes.
Blessed is transgression, the breaking of the taboo of age. Blessed the breaking of the Eagle Scout into tiny, tiny, tiny little pieces, and the severing of boy from family. Blessed the creation of the massa confusa, the raw stuff of the universe, the molecules of alchemy. It was Jannika's (though I like to think she didn't know this) most devastating performance. The flowers were the same deep cherry color as both the petals and Jannika's dress had been and, like them, were flushed with the palest salmon. For the hundredth, no, for the thousandth time that day the startling new sensations of the night before flooded over Ben. It was too much; he had to look away. At that very same moment a bright pink VW Beetle drove past them, slowly enough that Ben could glimpse a pink flower in the dashboard bud vase. Without thinking, Ben immediately broke into a gallop down the street after the car, still pulling behind him the wagon holding Sarth.
Sarth let out a long shriek and then, hanging on tight with both hands to the low metal rim of the wagon, shouted, "Yeah!" "Hey! Where are we going?" shouted Violet, stampeding along side.
"That car! Follow it!" shouted Ben, who knew only that cherry pink meant love, meant Jannika.
"Why?" shouted Julia, running just behind the wagon. Ben turned his head around briefly, without breaking his pace.
"I'll explain later," he panted. He rushed on pell-mell.
But the car was moving away from them. By the next intersec tion it had sped forward in advance of the red light, and was gone.
Ben had never even seen the driver. He ground his heels into the pavement to stop, and the others piled into him; here on Maughm Street, which cut across Mass Ave., the traffic was streaming ear nestly, seamlessly. They waited for a walk signal.
"Well, Ben?" said Julia, breathing hard.
"Actually, I can't explain," said Ben, looking down at the ground. There were leaf imprints in the concrete. "It's important, is all." Julia looked through her lashes at Violet, who looked guardedly back. They'd discussed Ben earlier that afternoon in a secret pow wow in Violet's bedroom. What time had he come home last night?
What was the meaning of the smug and unendurable smile that had been plastered across his face all morning? They had their theories. ("Slow down, Ben, for heaven's sake," said Violet. "Sarth, be quieti") And then, there, standing right before them, surrounded by glass flowers?and forever confirming for Ben that the universe was constructed just so, along the sliders of mysterious tectonic plates, and that the clues could be recognized and heeded if you had the eyes to see and the will to follow?stood Wolfi Finn in his clothes of leather and Lincoln-green and alongside him?Ben's heart nearly stopped?Jannika: their foreheads together, talking low. Ben took in the whole scene with a glance. Wolfi held Jannika's fingers loosely in his two hands. She was wearing a narrow gold dress today, sev eral shades darker than her hair.
Wolfi and Jannika looked up. "Jannika," he cried into the darkness, kissing his pillow. He imag ined her smiling back at him through the dim light of his bedroom.
There was some mistake, is all. He would not phone her, he would not trace her path to the theater and back, but one day he came upon Jannika in the Square and his face broke open with eagerness and hopefulness and relief. She turned crisply away. Ben, whose soul sizzled its tethers at that moment, etherized, and escaped, froze in place. He stood there for over an hour, stunned; he could not will himself to move. Pedestrians walked around him, couples breaking apart to pass him on either side. A cat nuzzled at his ankles and went on, disinterested. A pigeon landed nearby, investi gated, departed. Then: "Hey, Ben!" shouted an acquaintance from a car window: Ben found his legs shifting again. He was walking. He was walking faster and faster. She would love him. He would make himself worthy. He ran down the street now in a determined frenzy.
It was himself he pierced that night and then again night after night at archery practice on the river bank, aiming at, and striking, the smallest circle in the center of each of the row of straw-stuffed tar gets. He pulled from his quiver the next slender arrow and fitted it into the recurved bow. "I love you, Jannika. I love you! I annihilate myself in my love for you!" Jannika was, apparently, unmoved. "Ben," said Julia, bringing to him, pathetically, a columbine from the wild back garden, a mineral from the Museum of Science.
"Listen, Ben"?she played for him a new tune on the recorder. He sat there in the chair. Sometimes his eyes were closed and some times they were open. It was all the same. "Ben," said his mother. Ben's parents, cleverer than most, perhaps, and apparently singing that little song, had up and bought it.
The model of the house was one-twelfth scale, which still put it well over three and a half feet tall. Ben's father and Ben had measured and scoped the real house and drafted the model plans together almost a year earlier as a homeschool math/art project.
They had cut all the framing wood and the shingles, and, on a jig saw, had pre-drilled all the scrollwork detail. It had all been good to go then, and the girls had started painting sprigged wallpapers to photocopy onto high-cotton resum? paper for the dining room, living room, and bedrooms, and Sarth had offered to mold all the toilets out of Sculpey. In the end, though, the project had gotten put The little girl had quieted down and was nodding slowly, calmly.
Her eyes, blue ones, were large and serious and were focused for faraway; she'd attended, like a good mother, to the future. Ben could hear the fairy rattling inside the bedroom as he bumped the wagon down the street. He stopped in front of the three-decker where Jannika lived and hoisted the house up the stairs to the front porch. Descending the steps a few seconds later with empty arms, he stopped for a moment, his head bowed. A soft breeze blew directly through him. He was dead now, he knew he was dead?and knowing with such clear certainty that he was dead he would, he understood, be able to live out, in some manner, the rest of his life. His lips tightened into a grim smile. He continued down the steps.
When Jannika got close to her three-decker she could see Wolfi walking around and around on the front porch, a coffee mug in his hand, looking down at something that was still, from her point of view on the sidewalk, concealed behind wooden railings, the 81 landlord's azaleas and mountain laurels, and the draping wisteria. She walked heavily up the front steps. Her gynecologist had just confirmed that she was pregnant and among other immediate alterations to her psyche the news had invoked in her a new way of walking, as if she were already thick, belabored. The heavy silver coffee thermos was balanced on the porch railing; Wolfi would have left it there. Coffee was forbidden her now.
What Wolfi was apprising was an enormous wooden dollhouse, turreted, elaborately jigsawed, plunked down on the blue-painted floorboards of the porch. Jannika blinked. Wolfi spoke without turn ing to her. "Well, well," Wolfi said. "What have you done to this boy, Jannika?" Jannika gazed down at the huge wretched object and in an instant, without having had to think, she had lifted the heavy silver thermos of coffee from the porch railing, raised it high over her head and then smashed it down on the roof of the house. Wolfi let out a cry of dismay and reached out instinctively to stay her arm. Jannika pushed him aside. The dollhouse roof splintered loudly and the house cracked open. "Jannika!" cried Wolfi. "What are you doing?" Tears were spilling down Jannika's face, which was twisting like that of a girl who is grief-stricken on a stage, and she was lifting and bringing down the thermos again and again. Smash. Smash. Smash. Wolfi was momentarily repulsed. He scarcely knew this woman any more. And yet (for he automatically enfolded her in his arms; she was crying and in the throes of strong feeling, and defenseless now, having let slip the thermos from her hand onto the floor) and yet he loved her, this Jannika, loved her as fiercely, I dare say, as she loved herself. Over the smooth yellow hair of the head buried now in the hollow of his shoulder he could see, inside the cracked walls and roof of the attic bedroom, the tiny rose-petal fairy. "Poor lad," said Wolfi. "Poor, poor lad. What will become of him?" He bent forward and kissed Jannika's hair.
